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At its meeting of 5 May 2011 the Conference of President endorsed the Committee on 
Petitions' request to send a maximum of four Members on a fact-finding visit to Bulgaria in 
accordance with the Committee's programme for travel as approved by the Bureau on 13 
December 2010. 

The Committee on Petitions had decided to visit Bulgaria because over the past years it had 
received a considerable number of petitions from Bulgaria. Many of these petitions concerned 
alleged breaches of the Habitat (Natura 2000 network) and Birds Directives as a result of the 
(planned) construction of large-scale ski and tourist areas or windfarms on or near sites 
protected under these Directives.

The objective of the visit was to meet with petitioners, interested parties and local, regional 
and national authorities, so as to obtain a better insight into the various aspects of these 
alleged breaches, especially in relation to the application of the relevant EU law. 

The Committee on Petitions' delegation consisted of two official Members: Mrs Margrete 
Auken and Mr Victor Boştinaru, coordinators of the Greens/AFL and the S&D groups 
respectively. 

Two committee Members from Bulgaria: Ms Mariya Nedelcheva (PPE) and Ms Iliana 
Malinova Iotova (S&D) joined the delegation in an ex-officio capacity.

The delegation decided that Mrs Auken would be the Chair of the delegation. 

29 June

On 29 June the PETI secretariat administrator met with petitioner Andrey Kovatchev of 
Balkani Wildlife Society. As it was physically impossible to include Irakli in the programme 
of the visit the petitioner was invited to the Information Office so as to give him the 
opportunity to be heard. 

The petitioner provided additional information and asked the Committee on Petitions to urge 
the European Commission to act on breaches of the relevant EU directives in the Irakli area. 
He expressed frustration with the European Commission's failure to take legal action against 
Bulgaria. A strong signal from the EC was needed. The petitioner also provided information 
on the cleaning and river bed modification of the Vaya river for which no Environmental 
Impact Assessment (EIA) had been made.   

30 June

At 8.30 the delegation met with the Head of Unit of the EP's Information Office in Sofia for a 
short briefing. 

At 9.00 the delegation met with Mrs Yordanka Fandukova, mayor of Sofia and Mrs Maria 
Boyadjiska, deputy mayor for the Environment, to discuss the Suhodol landfill site in the 
presence of members of the Suhodol citizens' association. 

Before the meeting the delegation spoke with supporters of the petition who had gathered in 
front of the mayor's office in a small demonstration. The petitioners were promised that the 
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delegation would visit the Suhodol landfill site on Saturday 2 July.

At the meeting Mrs Fandukova briefly recapitulated the history of the site and said that the 
authorities in Sofia had taken action to resolve the Suhodol issue. The site would be filled up, 
closed and rehabilitated. An installation for treatment of the waste was in place as well as an 
installation to collect gas emanating from the site. She underlined that there was an integrated 
permit for the site based on an EIA and that the landfill meets all requirements of the EU 
Waste Management Directive. Geographical analyses were had been made and the results 
showed that there was no risk of contamination of groundwater.

In his reaction the representative of the Suhodol association - which, he underlined, was a 
politically broad movement - said that the statements made by the mayor could be expected. 
The landfill's capacity had already been reached in 2005 and that it should have been closed 
years ago. The site was an environmental hazard and a public health problem. No buffer zones 
had been set up and mineral water under the landfill risked being contaminated. There had 
been toxic smoke as a result of combustions at the site. These problems had to be addressed 
and resolved.

Mrs Boyadjiska, the deputy-mayor, explained that the site was strictly monitored by 
accredited companies which regularly took samples of air, water and groundwater. Reports on 
waste management had been made since 2009 and that there was pre-treatment of waste. The 
air quality at Suhodol had improved and an integrated waste programme as well as a 
rehabilitation programme funded by the EU had been adopted. On the question of public 
consultation the mayor replied that the Environmental Committee monitored the situation and 
that there had been four consultations of the public. 

At 10.00 the delegation met with Mr Yordan Bakalov, Chairman of the Bulgarian 
Parliamentary Petitions Committee, and some committee members. Mr Bakalov briefly 
described the way of working of his committee which receives some 2000 petitions and 
notifications per year. His committee had also received petitions on Suhudol and Rila. He 
stressed that in Bulgaria administrative capacity needed to be built up and that Bulgaria was 
still in the process of democratisation. Many problems were due to a lack of contact between 
petitioners/complainants and authorities and supervisory bodies. 

The members of the delegation and their Bulgarian counterparts exchanged views on various 
aspects of their work. The PETI members stressed that openness, transparency and access to 
information and documents were key to a well functioning democracy. Also ideas were put 
forward on establishing a partnership and cooperating more closely in the future.

At 11.00 the delegation met with Mrs Nona Karodjova, Minister for Environment and Water, 
to be informed about the state of play with regard to Nature 2000 cases, the application of the
Habitats and the Birds Directive and the problems in Rila, the Rhodopes, Kaliakra and Irakli 
as described in various petitions. 

The minister remarked that almost all petitions on EIA's and Natura 2000 dated from the 
period 2007/2008, a period in which there were some gaps in the legislation. Since 2009 
action had been undertaken with new legal acts which had been communicated to the 
Commission. The Ministry had produced detailed instructions for regional authorities and 
results were improving. 
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With regard to transparency and access to information she informed that from launch to final 
decisions on projects all information and decisions by the Ministry of the Environment as well 
as all EIA documents were published (also of regional authorities) on the internet. Good 
legislative and implementation rules were now in place as well as provisions for appeals and 
court actions. There was a possibility to appeal in cases of lack of access to information. 

On waste management the Minister observed that in many cases the so-called NIMBY (Not In 
My Back Yard) syndrome came into play and would always be present in issues related to 
waste. On the Suhodol case the Minister stated that public consultation had taken place and 
there were no infringements with regard to public consultation. According to the Minister the 
petition concerned technicalities and politics had entered in the matter. All measures and 
actions with regard to Suhodol were lawful and a rehabilitation programme would be 
implemented. 

On Rila the Minister recalled that the project dated from 1995. At the time an EIA was 
conducted and there had been no changes to the original design. Measures had been taken to 
limit the number of cars on the site.

With regard to windfarms the Minister stated that the implementation rules for windfarm 
projects were very restrictive. As yet there was insufficient insight in the overall effects of 
windfarms but there was a greater awareness that if located wrongly windfarms clashed with 
nature. Therefore windfarms were limited to areas where the effects on nature were 
acceptable and banned in very sensitive areas. 

On Natura 2000 the Minister informed the delegation that Bulgaria was number one in the 
European Union with regard to the number of Natura 2000 designated areas. However, special 
protection placed economic restraints on such areas. Designation with public approval and 
scientific support was a key tool to manage Natura 2000. Projects in critical areas such as 
Kaliakra and Irakli had been banned. The Minister also pointed to the fact that for EIA's 
reliable data is needed (mapping) and that a project on gathering such data was underway.

At 12.15 the delegation met with Mr Konstantin Penchev, the Bulgarian National 
Ombudsman, who gave a short overview and some details of his office's work and workload. 
He received many complaints about Bulgarian service providers. The number of complaints 
concerning environmental issues was growing.  

The Ombudsman underlined that his office also serves as a preventive institution by acting 
pro-actively (the Ombudsman thus succeeded in stopping a march against Roma), providing 
information and guidance (e.g. a convention on torture) and organising debates on important 
topics (e.g. waste tax and forensic medicine). He also travels the country to hear and speak 
with complainants and authorities. With regard to public access to documents the 
Ombudsman informed that Bulgaria has a good law on access to documents, court cases and 
jurisprudence and that the public is increasingly aware of their rights in this respect. He also 
expressed his willingness to cooperate closely with the Committee on Petitions.

In the mini-bus on the way from Sofia to the Rila mountain area and the regional capital 
Kyustendil the delegation was briefed by Ms Ireena Mateeva of BSPB/Birdlife Bulgaria on 
the situation with regard to (planned) windfarms on migration routes of protected birds. Ms 
Mateeva drew the delegation's attention to the problems concerning birdlife and windfarms in 
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particular in Kaliakra and Kamchia on the Black Sea coast. She informed the delegation that 
there had been casualties with protected birds having been hit by rotor blades of windmills.

In Kyustendil the delegation met with Mr Lyubomir Anchev, the Regional Governor of the 
Kyustendil region, Mr Sacho Ivanov, mayor of Separava Banya municipality, and officials of 
the municipality, the Regional Inspectorate of Environmental Protection and Water, and the 
Regional Directorate of national Construction Control. 

The mayor informed that the tourist infrastructure projects including an access road and a 
cable lift in Rila National Park concerned an already existing road which was now safe for 
tourists who wanted to use the cable lift leading up to the Rila lakes. The first phase of the 
project might have impaired nature in the area but the second phase was within existing limits 
and sustainable development had always been the aim. 

On involvement of the public in the preparation of an EIA the mayor stated that the local 
population had been involved and that the majority of the locals were in favour of the 
projects. The authorities were in contact with nature protection organisations but only with 
positive ones as there were also negative ones. Larger projects were envisaged. 

As regards nature preservation the mayor explained there was regular contact with police and 
park authorities and car traffic to the lakes had been stopped. He underlined that the local 
population cared very much for nature protection in the area and that the cable lift was 
environmentally friendly. He also pointed out that the municipality worked together with 
developers in a public-private partnership to realise projects for tourism.

The Chair recalled that the European Commission was still investigating allegations made in 
several petitions and asked for a reaction. The mayor stated that he was not aware of the 
Commission's position but that the projects were all in line with Bulgarian law. He handed 
over an extensive file on the cable lift project. 

A representative of the Regional Inspectorate of Environmental Protection and Water 
explained that Bulgaria had transposed all relevant EU Directives and that according to the 
Ministry of the Environment and Water the projects in Rila were in full compliance. There 
were new plans for developing the lower part of the cable lift as well as a tourist management 
and a reforestation plan. These plans would be subject to a full EIA. 

The delegation pointed out that EU law must be implemented correctly and that the EC was 
not convinced of the proper execution of projects. Bulgarian authorities should clarify matters 
and ensure a better balance between nature and economy. The authorities present were 
advised to not to treat petitioners and nature protection organisations as enemies but to work 
together with them constructively.

In conclusion the Governor stated that all commitments would be honoured, that the regional 
government was the controlling authority reporting directly to the Ministry and that questions  
by the European Commission would be answered. 

After the meeting the delegation travelled to the site of the lower station of cable lift. Before 
reaching the site the delegation met with petitioners, who provided updated information and 
submitted a new petition. 
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According to the petitioners the cable lift had been built with an expired EIA. The tourists 
using the lift (up to 3000 per day) had a huge impact on the environment in the lake area. A 
ski-run had been constructed along the cable lift for which an area of some 5 hectares had 
been cleared. The petitioners feared that the construction of the lift and the ski-run were just 
the prelude to bigger projects including hotels and more ski-runs, which would be realised in 
a piece-by-piece manner (salami tactics) on forest land acquired by means of so-called swap 
deals with the State Forestry Agency. In such deals investors acquire land at prices up to 10 
times below the usual market price. The petitioners alleged that such deals amounted to illegal 
state aid. They were waiting for an opinion from DG Competition on this practice. 

The petitioners called for urgent action from the Commission to ensure that the environmental 
impact of the lift project would be stopped and the project would fully comply with EU 
legislation. No further violations of EU law should be allowed with respect to authorisations 
for new ski-lift facilities in Rila National Park. The delegation received a new petition.

After this the delegation went on to visit the site of the lower station of the cable lift. At the 
site a large number of people demonstrating in favour of the lift project were gathered. The 
delegation had the strong impression that this demonstration had been staged and was 
orchestrated by the developers of the project. Buses were parked near the site and 
demonstrators were entertained with music and food. Police and press were present.

Representatives of the developer invited the delegation to take a ride on the lift. Considering 
the allegations of illegality of the project the delegation decided to decline in order not be 
seen as being biased towards one or the other position in this issue. Representatives of the 
developer also tried to engage in a discussion with the delegation but the Chair made it clear 
that the delegation did not want to get drawn into local politics and that its objective was to 
hear and speak with petitioners and relevant authorities on the subject of petitions, not with 
third parties.

1 July

8.30 - 9.30 visit of Rila monastery, a UNESCO world heritage monument. The delegation 
then headed for the Smolyan region in the Rhodope Mountains. 

Due to the mountain road conditions and rainfall the appointment to meet the petitioners 
before visiting Perelik peak could not be met so the delegation met them at the site. Press and 
police were present. Unfortunately due to rain and fog the delegation was not able to get a 
very good view of the site. 

The petitioners alleged that a cabin/lodge constructed on the Perelik site was illegal and that 
trees and shrubs (Juniperus communis) had been cut and destroyed in order to prepare the 
ground for the construction of ski-runs and other tourist facilities in the framework of plans 
for the development of the Perelik Sports and Tourist Centre. The petitioners also claimed that 
the developer had acquired land by means of land swap deals. Moreover the site was used for 
a jazz festival which had damaging effects on nature and was incompatible with Nature 2000 
rules.

After the visit of the site the delegation went to Smolyan to meet with Mr Stefan Staykov, 
Regional Governor of the Smolyan region, and Ms Dora Yankova, mayor of Smolyan. When 
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entering the building where the meeting was held the delegation was received by a 
demonstration of supporters of development of Perelik. Again the delegation had the 
impression that this demonstration was staged, presumably by the investor interested in 
developing the site for tourism. The demonstration dissolved rapidly and after the meeting, 
which lasted about one hour, there were no demonstrators left.  

The Governor explained the situation with regard to Perelik and stressed that the regional and 
local authorities of Smolyan fully respected EU and Bulgarian law. The Chair raised 
questions on whether the Perelik plan was taken out of the Spatial Plan for the region, whether 
there was a permit for the lodge at the Perelik site, whether preparations were being made to 
prepare a ski-run and whether this was compatible with Nature 2000 rules and objectives. 

Ms Yankova, the mayor of Smolyan, explained that the Spatial Plan of 2000 included only an 
access road to the site and that there was an EIA in place which was approved by the previous 
government. In 2001 there had been a public consultation and the tourist centre was 
considered as an option for development. The authorities had decided to work with a private 
partner and had issued a tender. After accession to the EU objections had been raised upon 
which a diminished plan had been proposed. New plans need to be compatible with Natura 
2000.

The mayor informed that currently there was no plan for the construction of the Perelik Sports 
and Tourist Centre. A permit for temporary constructions (jazz festival) and building consent 
for the lodge were in place. The lodge served as storage for equipment. There was an order 
banning all further construction at Perelik. Complaints of NGOs were not against the lodge 
but against the alleged construction of a drag lift and were now before an administrative court. 

Environmental law was respected and that there was no political conflict about Perelik. 
Nature 2000 was not totally restrictive and a balance between business and nature needed to 
be found. There were no concrete plans, only notional concepts for development. The mayor 
said she saw no harm in organising a jazz festival at the site once a year. With regard to the 
cutting of juniper shrubs she explained that this was done for agricultural and EU subsidy 
reasons. 

On whether there had been contacts between petitioners and authorities in Smolyan the mayor 
replied that the main petitioner lived in Sofia and not in Smolyan. He had never approached 
the municipality. The Chair pointed out that there was no requirement for a petitioner to live 
in the area and that it was important to be in contact and to create trust between opponents. 

At this point the floor was given to the owner of the lodge at Perelik who had been invited to 
the meeting. The Chair declined a discussion with him as the delegation would not be drawn 
into local politics and its remit was only to speak with relevant authorities and petitioners on
the subject of petitions received. Likewise she declined an invitation to dinner.

The mayor explained that the felling of trees did not fall within the domain of her 
responsibilities but was a matter for the forest authorities. She added that all information 
would be made available to interested parties. The Chair reiterated that under the Aarhus 
Convention the petitioners should be allowed access to all documents pertaining to Perelik 
and that it was important that authorities and petitioners/complainants should communicate. 
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2 July

In the morning of 2 July the delegation returned to Sofia and visited the Suhodol landfill site. 
The delegation was awaited by the petitioners and a group of some 40 supporters and local 
residents. Press and police were present. The site was covered to large extent but one side was 
open for waste to be dumped. The delegation first spoke with the petitioners who reiterated 
that the site was threat to public health, that it should have been closed long ago, that there 
was a problem of toxic smoke and a risk of contamination of the groundwater.

When the delegation approached the gate of the site it was invited by the manager to visit the 
waste sorting installation. The delegation inspected the installation, which seemed to have 
been tidied up especially for the occasion, where workers sorted waste picking paper and 
plastics from a conveyor belt by hand. It was noted that workers did not wear no gloves and 
mouth caps. According to the manager only domestic waste from Sofia was sorted in the 
installation. This was done in compliance with the rules. In front of the press the Chair urged 
all parties once again to talk and work together to find solutions for the problems at Suhodol. 

General observations 

In their all talks with both petitioners and authorities the delegation noted there was a 
conspicuous lack of communication between the two sides. 

The authorities in general claimed that all of their plans and actions were in full compliance 
with Bulgarian and EU law whereas the petitioners generally claimed the exact opposite.

Authorities often did not seem to consider that petitioners and/or NGOs were relevant 
interlocutors, especially in cases where they were not from the region, and often there seemed 
to be a lack of willingness to engage in a dialogue. 

Petitioners/NGOs expressed their mistrust of the authorities, including the courts. This lack of 
trust probably explains why they opt for the strategy of bringing their grievances directly to 
the attention of the European institutions, hoping and expecting that intervention by "Europe" 
would have a disciplining effect on national/regional/local authorities.

Several petitioners were frustrated and disappointed to see that the high hopes they had put in 
"Europe" were not fulfilled and they accused the institutions of inaction. On a number of 
occasions the delegation explained that European law has to be implemented and applied by 
the national governments and that Europe is not a policing organisation which can be called in 
to immediately resolve problems or potentially unlawful situations.

Issues as described in petitions therefore need to be addressed firstly at local, regional or 
national political and administrative level, preferably through dialogue and cooperation 
between authorities and interested (groups of) citizens, or through legal action in the event of 
clear breaches of law.

Petitioners often complained of opaque and in their view too friendly relationships between 
authorities and promoters/developers of projects.

The delegation noted that in many cases there was insufficient transparency in decision-
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making and insufficiently clear information to the public. A case in point being the plan for 
Suhodol which was still unclear to petitioners and residents in the area. Therefore many 
questions on pollution and health aspects still existed.

There was insufficient knowledge on access to information and documents, both on the part of 
the petitioners and on the part of the authorities. For instance, interlocutors seemed to be 
notionally aware of the Aarhus Convention but not on what rights it confers or when and how 
to invoke it.

Recommendations

In the light of the above the Committee on Petitions:

Requests the Commission to report to the Committee on Petitions on the latest developments 
with regard to the Bulgarian petitions concerning waste management and the Birds and 
Habitats Directives (Natura 2000), in particular the petitions on Suhodol, Rila and the 
Rhodope mountains.

Urges the European Commission to closely and pro-actively monitor the way in which EU 
law is applied to waste management and infrastructure development projects and plans in 
Bulgaria.

Requests the Commission to work together with and provide guidance to Bulgarian 
authorities in order to ensure that full access to information and documents is available and 
that interested parties are informed about the possibilities and procedures for public 
consultation/participation and complaints. 

Suggest the Commission to provide guidance for national and regional officials on how to 
manage the process for large infrastructural projects involving Environmental Impact 
Assessments and Natura 2000 rules.

Urges the Bulgarian authorities at national, regional and local level to involve citizens, NGOs 
and other interested parties more actively and transparently in the decision-making process for 
such projects.

Urges Bulgarian political and administrative authorities to ensure that there is full 
transparency and accountability in cases of public-private partnerships for the realisation of 
such projects.

Urges petitioners, nature protection organisations and interested citizens to actively seek 
contacts with the authorities, starting at the lowest relevant administrative and political level, 
in order to improve communication and trust and with the aim of entering in a constructive 
dialogue on existing and potential problems.


